Bucknell University

Bucknell Digital Commons
Honors Theses

Student Theses

2011

What Lies Beneath
Mary Hood
Bucknell University

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.bucknell.edu/honors_theses
Recommended Citation
Hood, Mary, "What Lies Beneath" (2011). Honors Theses. 15.
https://digitalcommons.bucknell.edu/honors_theses/15

This Honors Thesis is brought to you for free and open access by the Student Theses at Bucknell Digital Commons. It has been accepted for inclusion in
Honors Theses by an authorized administrator of Bucknell Digital Commons. For more information, please contact dcadmin@bucknell.edu.

IF YOU OPEN ME
you will see where
I’ve kept them, my blue
babies, glass eyes
staring. They’re not born—
still or otherwise.
They are sponges, smelling
of the sink’s bottom.
What cemetery
will take such offerings?
Open me. These babies have been rattling
and rattling. When I was a girl,
I pierced my dolls with chicken bones,
gathered them in a pile.
A sort of mimicry before becoming.
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I.

2

LOST SUMMER
When you let me put my mouth
to your ear, I told you I felt like a piece
of rabbit fur—so soft I felt like nothing.
You’d carry a stack of books on one hip
like some women carry their children.
Your hands as large as noble firs
unbuttoned my shirt in a dream.
I harbored the way the errant bird flew back to us,
the way your hair was threaded with silver,
or the way a swing fit the seat of a child—
how I wanted you to hold me.
I was the summer insect singing something strange,
but you were the night dragging
the blonde moon in its slack jaw.
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I AM HERE TO TELL YOU
The cicadas hum their dirge.
My heart—the inconsolable pickaxe
plumbs fragile darkness.
I use sewing scissors to cut my body.
Look what I’ve done,
and then call me your sweetheart.
I am here to tell you
I have opened my body.
I ripped up seams.
Years ago another dragged me
into the current only to later slam me on the shore,
but that is nothing.
I dealt myself this black hand.
I put my fingers in my own blood.
I licked them,
spit out the seeds.
I know nothing
more inefficient than tears.
You sit in your young man’s body,
and tell me that you understand,
yet you cannot bear
to look past the river’s
frozen surface, as I am
what lies beneath.
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MAN AS TOWN
I.
I record everything.
Slitting the skin of time,
I leave a place where I can crawl into remembrance
and touch your photograph face.
I live in the film reel of my mind.
The plot is never the same.
The winter birds are flying a different direction every time,
but you—
oh you are always dragging me south,
holding me in every child’s swing,
dropping me in a church bell
heavy with the miscarriage of summer.
You push your dry mouth into my ear—
woman, woman.
II.
Where are you?
I lie on my bed,
small and curled, a snail,
a woman in mourning
fogging the church’s window
with her wolf’s snout.
Outside the train cries.
Do you ride that near and distant sound?
You were always the ever passing,
the hitch, hitch,
solemn cargo of early morning.
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MAN AS TOWN II
You are the bank of the river,
wearing a necklace of beer cans,
a shawl of ruined hair,
and a skirt of small rocks
sunken in the cheek of the earth.
The boys will not take their girlfriends here.
I peel you back.
You are the lean-to
post-office—solemn, papery,
no different than the library
after dark,
in which the shelves arch their dusty backs,
full of cold.
Everything you say
has been written and said
by another.
I try to tell you what the other town
is dreaming, but your ears
are too drunk to hear,
for you are also the tavern
on the corner,
where I first saw you, alone,
turning in on yourself,
and you are the very corner itself,
rough as cement,
and the man,
as well, leaning over
the chain link fence, kissing me,
such beery lips.
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1. WHAT IS IT LIKE TO BE A WOMAN?
There was a little bit of blood.
But only later,
in my underwear.
An afterthought.
His chin was rough
on my chin,
and our chests made
that stick-stick noise,
the way thighs do
when May hits.
I was tearing,
coming down—
the small, broken tree
that the wood mourns.
Now I am remembering
as I am forgetting,
and beside the cool
face of the window,
I lay me down.
Like melancholy,
fog rises in the hills.
2. NO, WHAT IS IT REALLY LIKE?
From the window I see
my father in the yard.
From here, he is a child,
crouched in play.
I know his smell:
earth and sweat.
I remember once begging
him to let me touch
his tongue with mine.
And he let me.
He is fond of saying that life
is a casting off.
What is he burying?
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3. BEYOND THAT, WHAT EXACTLY DO YOU MEAN?
The first one.
In the parking lot,
he held my hand
that smelled like the bread
from our cold-cut sandwiches.
I felt sand under his nails.
I was as distant
as every cloud that curled above us,
though the smell of his breath
was becoming familiar.
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YELLOW FLOWERS
He came up,
an oily fish.
He decided to breathe
on land.
He called me
my grandmother’s name.
The light in the flailing branches
has made him fearless.
He takes the bird
and pulls out every feather.
By the old oven, the ground
is cold,
smells of ginger.
I cannot feel
my bones breaking.
Inside of me
there is a small animal
with weathered fur. He reaches in,
hands strong,
to cage it.
It hangs
its tail. He takes
my grandmother’s name.
He takes the bird and breaks
its wings.
I am a hole
in the ground
where animals run
to hide. I am half undressed,
waving a flag, too damp
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to touch.
Sometimes there is a wail—
a horn
flying over distances.
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BARN
This barn is a lung
in which he builds a fire.
Someone has broken all
the animals, and the moon is a burial.
Red, red is on the roof.
I lie in the horse’s stall
where it is never summer,
where the surrounding trees bray horribly,
where the boy who cannot love stops
singing, and I am hollowed out, open.
Our hands are clumsy
potato sacks we have stolen.
He looks at me and looks at me.
It means everything
and nothing at all.
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THOSE DAYS
Those days there was too much crow in the blood, a stream of raucous voices. Her hands
were small wolves with no hunger. Every man she touched opened his mouth, but no
sound ever came. Every dream was a little barn in which someone was coughing on dirt.
The only things she owned were her bones—tracks for the train of bodies over hers. These
were days of nothing, from which she’d softly pull away, turning inward, listening to the
caw caw.
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II.
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DEAR LUCY,
Autumn has come. Don’t say you’re sorry, Lucy. The children will be standing behind the
door, masked and swaying witches and courtesans, missing teeth, longing for the sweet to
fill their hollow places. The sea still crashes to the west. Their ears are red and sticky.
The stove smells of caramel. You wear boots without socks, Lucy, not minding the sores
on your white feet—ghosts alighting the sheets.
The children sway like brittle sunflowers. October has put Xs on the eyes of every cloud.
You collect them in your skirts. The children pick at their eyes, those healing scabs.
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ON LUCY STREET
I dragged you out of the water, but you weren’t drowned, not entirely. The river
became our story. I sat watching its quivering as you braided my hair with ropeburned hands. Why were they burned? What black grief had you strung up?
The rooms never stayed warm. You wept in the bathtub, you wept leaning over
the kitchen sink; at the top of stairs and in the crawl space. The barometer
whispered something about the dampness, the eventual molding and softening of
the walls.
I put my ear to your door, wanted to hear you talk to yourself, wanted to ask—
why do the shutters tremble and turn grey? And, will you stay for long?
You didn’t stick around for me. The river ached, lapped the edge of the backyard,
asking for its lost child. You disappeared when I wasn’t looking.
After you left, I hung my clothes as dreamcatchers but you still flooded the
bedroom at night. The silhouette of trees in the window could have been your
fingers pressed to the pane, but they were not.
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SWALLOWING GRANDMOTHER
I dreamt we cooked you
instead of putting you in the ground.
And then we ate you, in the dining room,
with sides of corn and dry potatoes.
The quail were falling off the fences.
You were chewy and dry.
I washed the plates that night.
Bellyfull but still hungry,
I stood over the sink
and picked off every scrap, swallowing
as much of you as was left.
You tasted of fish and blood.
You were what I craved.
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COUSIN ON A HILL
Coming down that black tongue road, my cousin’s mother is killed in her car. The
hills are cumbersome, shadows of tall thumbs. My cousin is six, and her leg aches.
Her hair is blanker than the moon.
My cousin is twenty-five. She is smaller than most women as if she were still a
child. She crouches by my inflatable mattress. The cat knocks papers from the
kitchen island. She pulls at the dead ends of her hair. She says that not sleeping has
aged her.
Men forget themselves around her. They play violin beneath her window, have
flowers delivered, bouquets of lost, velvet faces. She entertains her admirers, but
they are never as big as the hills. They want to touch her flaxen face.
No one understands what she tunes her black radio to. We hear only the elegy of
her bare feet. Her hands curl around themselves like small animals, in and in and
in.
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SHE IS GRIEF-HEAVY,
thin-legged, supporting the grandmother
on the way to the bath tub.
The grandmother’s skin flakes away.
The granddaughter thinks ash.
When she was a child,
she made newspaper clothing
for the grandmother. Sitting by the heater,
she cut large circles for the arms, the head.
She pinned the grandmother’s
heavy broach to the paper.
One day the grandmother said
I will die,
and you will have my jewelry.
There is no one else.
This evening
the grandmother fills
the room with her breathing.
The granddaughter is unable
to sleep, pacing the pilled carpet.
Untangling her own hair, she smells her fingers,
soap-stained, dry, still small.
She thinks about death often,
imagining her own. It will walk miles
and miles to her, stick-brown and chilly,
reaching her through moth-holed sheets.
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BLUE NUDE
a painting by Pablo Picasso
What matters is that I hold
myself tonight, and the room falls away.
Shadows fill this place.
What matters is that my thighs,
my back, oiled and sun-darkened,
kneaded and shown off—
are now a large bruise,
another kind of shadow.
I bury my head. I hug my knee.
Maybe I refuse to face a half-clothed man,
padding around in bare feet,
holding smoke in his mouth.
Maybe he has left the room,
claiming to need air, light.
Perhaps he remembered some place he needs to be.
Who, again?—you ask.
Has it ever mattered?
What matters is that my hair is damp,
ruffled from the bath,
the rain, or something I cannot name.
The surrounding walls become a shade
I cannot recognize, but my skin,
my skin—that dream cloth—
is all mine,
and I hold myself tonight.
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DEAR LUCY,
My hair is very long, and I will wrap it around your shoulders to keep you warm
because I know how you get cold when the dogs howl at the passing train.
Last night I went walking in the light rain to make sure you wouldn’t wander too
far from me. I thought of the mountains in these parts. How much do they shift
when we are sleeping? They were made for your starlight hair, your burning feet.
Lucy, it is me who has been howling. It is the sound of your absence, your tender
jaw, where the birds gather. Somewhere there are books and bees and needles for
you. I have been saving them.
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WHAT HAUNTS
The storm siren sounds
throughout the evening.
You’ve carved your hard luck
on the bed post.
The single, black horse is starved
and thumps his head against the window.
He cannot be shooed.
We close the blinds.
You say this was never me.
Your pulse is lifting the sheets.
You scrawl words in the dark,
your body, damp, bent double over your records.
If happiness were a choice
I’d make it on your behalf.
Whatever troubles you in the crevices of the bed,
it does not matter.
I will wash your face,
trying to keep out your madness,
that rawboned creature,
cantering through the night.
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Artist’s Statement
What Lies Beneath: Poems
A Thesis
Mary Hood

With “What Lies Beneath,” I attempt to illustrate, through a series of poems, an exploration of the
subjects, images, and emotions that have colored my experience both at Bucknell and my home in North
Carolina for the past four years. A large portion of the collection, however, does not address the more
tangible elements of my life but rather the corners of my imagination, my dreamscape, and the absences
that influence them. For a while, the working title of the thesis was “What Haunts,” and while I feel that
“What Lies Beneath” is more apt, the idea of haunting resonates throughout the collection. For me the term
“haunting” has two general meanings; the first being that supernatural activity that we read about in certain
dark short stories or watch in a low-budget documentary; the second being more metaphorical—if a thing
is haunting, it’s resonant, inhabiting us as a spirit inhabits a house, chilling us, making us remember. Some
of these poems combine these two meanings of the word. For example, in “Swallowing Grandmother” and
“The child is grief heavy,” my grandmother figures in not as a traditional ghost moving objects around when
no one is looking, but as a shade of a person, long gone from the physical world but still walking through
my mind and following me into my dreams, whether as a dinner entrée or simply a wave of nostalgia.
I found that creating a surreal atmosphere in some of my poems helped me express how certain
“unreal” subjects, such as ghosts in my head, combine with the more mundane, concrete elements of my life
to form my experience of whatever is “real.” This necessitated several exercises in the surreal, best
exemplified by the three “Lucy” poems in the collection. I met Lucy in a dream. She was a lonesome
woman walking on a beach, and I woke up needing to write about the sympathy she stirred in me and
explain why her face had been injured. Afterwards, Lucy was the subject of much free writing, a way of
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brainstorming I employed throughout the project. With this character I tried out nonsensical images and
took risks with nothing to lose. Eventually she became part of the landscape of this collection, sometimes
reflecting my own feelings, but for the most part, she is her own character. In poems like “Barn” and
“Yellow Flowers,” using the surreal allowed me to create poetic worlds slightly different than our own in
which the emotion I expressed rang truer than, say, in a more prosaic form of expression. My advisor,
Shara McCallum, articulated that the surreal has its own logic, which is something I think I’ve always sensed
but never put together in so many words. One of the ongoing but exciting challenges of the project was to
find a way to work within this paradoxically rule-less logic.
Reading collections by established writers, whether a part of my reading list or not, aided me
throughout the project, giving me fresh insight and inspiration from other artists. Most influential were
Frida Kahlo’s Diary, The Gypsy Ballads by Federico García Lorca, Firstborn and Descending Figure by Louise
Glück, and the restored edition of Ariel by Sylvia Plath. Kahlo’s Diary is very special to me because it is not
terribly different than my own. It is full of script of different colors representing her mood at the time of
writing, sketches of animals and women’s faces, lists of odd, associative images, and short letters to her
beloved. Throughout, there is the artist’s aching fear of her perceived insanity and the sense that her body is
betraying her, themes that appear often in my own poetry and certainly my journaling.
During the summer before this school year, feeling emotionally unstable myself, I also found a
resonant voice in Glück’s Descending Figure that was at once enraged, cool, and haunted. I was seduced by
the exposition of the gritty underside of emotion that in our daily lives we make such an effort to conceal.
After the fall semester, I returned to Glück to read Firstborn to have the same experience, only then feeling
like I, too, with enough effort, could write the poems I was afraid to write, poems in which the surreal did
not conceal true subject matter but render it more piercing.
The restored edition of Ariel presented another example of the logic of the surreal and its power to
express emotion almost purely, as if untouched by the censor of the mind. Ariel is also a collection that was
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very formally instructive for me. After reading Plath, I searched more intensely for precision both at the
level of image and device and of sentence level, studying the ending of each of my lines, wanting the sound
to echo the sense.
Finally, I continue to return to The Gypsy Ballads, particularly “Ballad of Black Pain” in which a
woman cries out to the speaker of the poem that her clothes and flesh are turning black. While the speaker
urges her to let peace into her heart, it is as if she has been internally scarred by something black,
unforgiving, something haunting. While there is so much in Lorca to be loved, what pulls me into his work
is his ability to use the dreamlike to express what feels like raw isolation, grief, and insanity in this poem
and others. This fundamentally inspires me to do the same in my own work.
Along with reading the works of others, honing in on the writing processes that work best for me
also fueled the project. During the summer I read Natalie Goldberg’s Writing Down the Bones, which
advocates free writing, an exercise during which one writes for about twenty minutes without stopping to
think or edit. Goldberg explains that by forcing the pen to keep moving, the writer loses control of her
inner-censor, and “first thoughts,” which are normally translated into ordinary language, emerge, often as
surreal, associative descriptions. I enjoyed using this method throughout the year and was continually
surprised by the strange metaphors and images it allowed me to produce. To help me with revision,
Professor McCallum advised that I use two different notebooks to draft and revise poems. In one notebook I
kept the odd versions of poems and in the other I kept the even versions; this way I could easily look at what
I had written last. Also, writing several drafts between the notebooks forced me to keep more of the initial
drafts in handwriting rather than on the computer, allowing me to track the progress of each poem and take
more risks with revisions without the fear that I wouldn’t be able to retrieve something in a previous draft.
During the second semester of the project, I focused on the formal aspects of my poetry. Professor
McCallum advised me to turn my attention to my line breaks and to study not only the way a certain break
effected the meaning of the poem but also how the sound of the poem changed depending on where lines
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were broken. Furthermore, I began to change small, grammatical details in some of the poems, which
actually had noticeable impact. For example, eliminating coordinating conjunctions when possible enhances
the lyric quality of a line, while reducing the use of “it,” especially if it is without a clear antecedent,
enormously improves the clarity of the poem. I also began to give more thought to my stanzas, attempting,
towards the end of the project, to make them of equal length in my newer poems, another strategy that
aided me in revision, forcing me to decide which moments in a particular poem were the most important.
To sum, these strategies guided me towards more lyrical verse. The prosaic moments in my poems
detracted from their ability to illustrate the dreamy, unordinary nature of many of their subjects, images,
and moods.
Throughout the year, I struggled with believing in the project at times, a side effect, I think, of
taking classes in literary theory, in which the importance of poetry was constantly questioned. My love for
the craft was put on trial throughout the year, and working on the project alongside such a class made me
realize that if the artist is to succeed, that is, to truly immerse herself in her work, she must treat it as an
end in itself. Perhaps poetry is useful. Perhaps it is not. I have always been confident that I will be a writer,
in some sense, for the rest of my life, whether or not my writing is ever published. I know now, however,
why I want to keep writing. I have had to defend the reasons to myself over and over lately. To continue
the project with my whole heart, and that for me, was the only way to continue, I had to believe that the
writing was inevitable and necessary. It is something I love, an expression of my experience, and what I
have to give, even if it is only something I can give myself.
I hope it is much more than that, however. Perhaps this desire to give or communicate explains the
epistolary quality of several of the poems in this collection. My speakers often address a personal, rather
than collective, “you.” During drafting, some poems were addressed to a particular figure I had in mind
while others simply adopted that address. After final revisions, the people behind my “you”s are less defined
to me, as I imagine they are to readers. Nonetheless, my poems still wish to communicate with others
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beyond the page. As Elizabeth Alexander eloquently writes in her poem, “Ars Poetica 100,” “Poetry (here I
hear myself loudest)/ is the human voice, // and are we not of interest to each other?”
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